INTRODUCTION
In order to find soap bubbles (i. We also use the notation E (u, Q') : = E (u~ for Q' c SZ.
The following solution of the volume constrained Plateau problem is due to H. Wente [23] (the immersion property was established in [19] [3] .) Formulated in another way, this theorem says that for a fixed r minimizers uv of volume V become more and more spherical as V -~ o0 in the sense that after suitable rescaling u~ converge to round spheres.
In this paper we are concerned with the following question raised by Wente We remark that this theorem also provides a resolution of the exterior Plateau problem: find a minimal surface spanning r, which has the conformal type of the punctured disk and stretches out to infinity. This problem has been solved in [21] ] by employing a sequence of expanding minimal annuli, where one additionally prescribes the asymptotical normal at infinity. In the present paper we encounter the same analytical difficulty as in [21] , i. e. we have to deal with sequences of mappings whose Dirichlet energies approach infinity. This kind of difficulty seems to be new, and we hope that our arguments (in this paper and in [21] ) can be useful to other problems also. We note that the situation in the present paper is more complicated than in [21] . One We shall call u a "limit minimal surface" (spanning r). PROPOSITION [7] [19] there is an integral 3- Following the arguments in the proof of Lemma 3.1 we attach S to u|M to make the volume of ul M equal to V (ul M) and its area strictly less than
We again arrive at a contradiction.
Q.E.D.
The above arguments and the techniques in [9] and [6] 
